were eager to read the essay-we hadn't been familiar with it before. Of course, neither of us had any idea that we would eventually write anything about it. It seemed rather far afield from our usual interests.
Perhaps I should stop there. None of this is true, as much as I wish it were. Nietzsche never appeared to me in a dream. I
have no idea what John Schaeffer dreams about, but I hope it's not Derrida. I have broken my vow (to myself) that I would not bullshit you.
To continue more straightforwardly: It was only once Schaeffer and I read Frankfurt's essay that we recognized that it hit upon a key problem in the study of writing that, to us, has never seemed fully resolved: the question of a writer's self-representation. We were familiar, of course, with arguments about the "self." Many challenge the idea of an authentic core that awaits expression, once the writer-and not least the student writer-digs deeply enough inside of him-or herself. Numerous writing specialists-and, of course, not just writing specialists-have pointed out that the self is not a fixed entity, that it does not occupy a hidden waiting room within our minds or hearts or gut, and that it is only reified, not real, when we claim to express ourselves. In short, the self is a fluid construction that is an amalgam of innumerable influences.
What that has to do with bullshit is simply this. Frankfurt argues rather convincingly that bullshit is not mere lying but is, instead, and perhaps fundamentally so, a misrepresentation of self. So the question has to be asked: If the self is a fluid construction, influenced by a thousand things large and small-if there really is no self-how is it possible to misrepresent it?
But let me pause here to confess that my resolve is weak. I have bullshitted you again. The first time I did it, you probably caught on rather quickly. I told you that Nietzsche came raving to me in a dream. That was bullshit-pure and simple.
The second time I bullshitted you was when I claimed, at some length, that Schaeffer and I became interested in Pivot 1.1 bullshit because we realized that it was related to scholarly critiques of the self. In that instance, you may or may not have detected the aroma of male bovine fecal matter. But if you didn't, don't feel too badly. Your bullshit detector is probably in good working order.
For one thing, what I said was at least partly true. Our interest in writing about bullshit was piqued when we realized that questions of bullshit and the self were related. The problem is, that realization did not occur in one fell swoop as I made it seem. It developed in fits and starts, over the course of numerous conversations that, frankly, I can no longer remember. And it only came into sharp focus once we had started writing the essay. Surely, our thought process was recursive, non-linear, perhaps disjointed, and partly unconscious.
So while my account may be as true these kinds of accounts tend to be-the implicit claim that I could provide a succinct explanation of our thought process was really false. My account was false also because I claimed to tell you about two people's thought processes, even though I couldn't even tell you my own. And even if something I said was roughly true, that was only an accident. I falsely represented to you that I remembered the truth of the matter. So I uttered quite a few falsehoods in a fairly short time. But none were the kind that would make a bullshitter proud.
I did bullshit you, but it wasn't the kind of bullshit done for the sake of factual deception. Rather it was the kind of bullshit that is meant to misrepresent the self (whatever that may be). It was designed to construct an image of me as a rational scholar. Moreover, it played into a larger notion of academic study as a rational and disinterested enterprise. My change of diction was part and parcel of that, of course. I began this piece with language like "working in the wee hours of the morning," but then turned academic on you with We noted in our essay that we-academic writers, that istake great care to write things that are mostly accurate, but we also craft our writing in a way that constructs a credible public representation of self: an acceptable professional Pivot 1.1 ethos. That sort of non-prototypical bullshit is not necessarily a bad thing, we said. If it is false in ways, it also reminds us of what we should aspire to be. It is a version of "fake it till you make it." Virtually all academic writers do it, and within certain ethical limits we ought to tolerate it when our students do the same thing. I want to raise a different question here, however. A riskier question, I think. What if we were too timid? What if bullshit can lead us to something better than just "our better selves"?
At least where our advanced students are concerned, shouldn't we ask them to aspire not to almost undetectable non-prototypical bullshit but perhaps to prototypical bullshitthe kind I tried my hand at in very beginning of this talk, though perhaps not so clumsy and obvious.
Here's what I mean. Academic bullshit, Schaeffer and I have claimed, is not "characterized by outrageousness but rather by earnestness (indeed, by earnest tedium)." We academics often write essays and books that live up to very particular standards of academic diligence and truthfulness and are, therefore, both earnest and tedious. And we feel little reticence about teaching our students to write the same way-to have them pretend to be like us. Sometime back, in his essay "Inventing the University," David Bartholomae put it this way, to quote him a bit elliptically: A student has to write "as though he were a member of the academy . . . mimicking its language. . . . He must learn to speak our language. Or he must dare to speak it or to carry off the bluff." Carry off the bluff? What can that mean except to bullshit us by pretending to be like us? Exacting. And maybe a little dull.
Yet it seems to me that there is a disconnect in this that needs to be reconnected. True, academic writing serves an important purpose. But knowing how to write academically isn't the same thing as knowing how to write. When I teach so-called "advanced composition," I am less concerned with Why not these, the greatest of essayists, you may wonder?
Because: The greatest fault of student writing is its dullness.
The great writers may well be interesting, but they are also subtle and serious. And they have their ways. Students, I want to suggest, need an overdrawn example, where the rhetorical strategies are more obvious and, frankly, more appealing.
So I've been looking for readings that satisfy two criteria.
First, I think students will want to read them. Second, I want to read them-and I mean read them when I'm not being good.
Let me mention an example and do some bullshit analysis on it.
There is a U.S. news publication called The Week. It features a weekly essay in the back, which is usually carved out from Pivot 1.1 an article or a book published elsewhere. I have assigned a few of these essays because, it seemed to me, they are meant to be a treat at the end of the magazine. They not only attract readers; they attract happy readers. And the essays are pretty smart, too. This one appealed to me, and it appealed to my students also: "Why Books Are Overrated" by Mikita Brottman. The essay is stitched together, using excerpts from her book The Solitary Vice. Of course, that's just the kind of claim most of us teach our students not to make. A claim needs credible support, we say. True, the academic community-and writing studies in particular-has mostly moved beyond an unproblematized advocacy of thesis and support. But the way we have moved on has been to recognize that truth is complicated, that where you stand depends on where you sit. We have talked a lot about discourses and geographies. We don't often advocate truth with a capital T. But we're not averse to real with a capital R.
Listen to that essay's title (crafted by
We may not have talked enough about what it takes to write something that people will be drawn to. That is largely because we have some duty to teach academic writing. Yet that's not all we teach. And when we teach other kinds of Pivot 1.1 writing, I'm wondering if we would be more honest if we advocated a certain kind of lying: bullshit.
I don't mean benign, non-prototypical bullshit, either. I mean writing that might cause someone to say, "What bullshit!"
Writing that adopts a pose. Writing that makes a claim that is stretched to the point of breaking. Writing in which evidence is selected, uh, selectively.
If I'm right about that, then there is a second figure we need to deal with-at least one. That is the metaphor of voiceand, in particular, the version that is associated with the core self or and speaking one's mind. I suspect that more "writerly" the writing, the less concerned we need to be about authentic selves and authentic voices. I suspect we need to be concerned with the writer's license to stray from the truth.
To lie. Or, at least, to bullshit.
